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This document presents action strategies to ensure a better fit between knowledge and policy on the Wadden Sea. The 
strategies are the result of collaboration between researchers from the University of Groningen, Erasmus University 
Rotterdam, Utrecht University, Wageningen University, the University of Twente and Deltares. Since 2010 we have 
explored the relationship between knowledge and policy in the Wadden region through five research projects, funded 
by NWO-ZKO (National Sea and Coastal Research programme, the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research) 
and the Wadden Academy. In 2013 we had the idea of taking what we had learned through our research and engaging in 
discussion with people who worked in the region in a professional capacity. To this end we organized a meeting on the 
island of Texel in autumn of that year. We then worked on this text in several writing and feedback rounds. In autumn 
2014 we presented our action strategies in Leeuwarden, discussing them with a broad group of participants whose work 
involves the link between knowledge and policy. The text before you is the result of many interactions between the wri-
ters themselves and discussions with the researchers and policymakers who came to Texel and Leeuwarden. We hope 
that it will serve as a springboard for discussion and reflection. We would like to thank the participants at the meetings 
for their input and Sjaak Swart and Arwin van Buuren for their contributions to our research projects.
As most of our research projects have mainly focused on the Dutch Wadden Sea area, this document mainly uses 
examples from The Netherlands. However, we think that the action strategies presented in this document may be of 
interest in other places and settings; hence we have issued this version in English.
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Integration
to bridge knowledge      
          boundaries 
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Figure 1  Integration is needed to tackle the problem of knowledge boundaries   
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Text box 1: The Cascade model for integrating knowledge about the Wadden region
In	 2004	 knowledge	 was	 integrated	 from	 two	
policy	areas:	cockle	fishing	and	gas	extraction.	




(involving	 continuous	 monitoring),	 which	 is	
also	called	 ‘hand	on	the	 tap’.	Although	many	
people	 saw	 these	 as	 controversial	 decisions,	















Wadden	 region.	 It	 was	 an	 initiative	 of	 IMSA	
(the	 Dutch	 Institute	 of	 Environmental	 and	
Systems	 Analysis),	 which	 played	 the	 role	 of	
mediator	 in	 the	gas	extraction	dispute.	 IMSA	
introduced	the	‘Cascade	model’,	a	risk	model	
that	 compared	 the	 harmful	 effects	 of	 twenty	








knowledge	 boundaries	 between	 policy	 areas.	
The	findings	produced	by	 the	model	were	 in-
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”This should be more widely known...”
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Figure 2  Three causes of limited learning capacity 
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Text box 2: Transition towards sustainable mussel fishing
For	 years	 the	 government,	 fisheries	 sectors	
and	conservation	organizations	have	wrangled	
about	 whether	 shellfish	 fisheries	 should	 be	
permitted	 in	 the	 Wadden	 region,	 and	 if	 so,	
under	what	environmental	 conditions.	Court	
cases	have	been	fought	for	years	about	mus-
sel	 fishing	 licences.	 This	 came	 to	 an	 end	 in	
2008	 when	 –	 under	 immense	 legal,	 public	




mussel	 fishing	 in	 2020.	While	 not	 resolving	
all	 the	differences	between	the	fishery	sector	
and	conservationists,	the	covenant	does	mark	
a	 clear	 switch	 from	 conflict	 to	 constructive	
collaboration.	So	far,	the	agreement	has	pro-
duced	encouraging	results:	nature	restoration	
and	 the	 economic	 prospects	 of	 the	 mussel	
sector	appear	to	be	able	to	work	in	unison.
The	 nature	 of	 the	 collaboration	 surrounding	
the	 transition	 towards	 sustainable	 mussel	
fishing	 has	 been	 a	major	 factor	 in	 this	 suc-
cess.	 The	 covenant	 partners	 have	 under-
taken	 to	place	 knowledge	at	 the	 forefront	of	









of	 knowledge,	but	 rather,	 seize	 these	oppor-
tunities	 to	 experiment	 and	 on	 that	 basis	 to	
learn	and,	if	necessary,	to	adapt	the	transition	





in	 an	 annual	 report,	 thereby	 enabling	 other	
parties	to	keep	abreast	of	the	knowledge	de-
veloped	as	part	of	the	transition	process.
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Prevent 
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Figure 3 Two causes of frustration about the fit between knowledge and policy
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Tekst box 3. Marconi project in Delfzijl 
The	 aim	 of	 the	 Marconi	 project	 is	 to	 make	
Delfzijl	a	true	harbour	city	once	more,	by	cre-
ating	a	closer	link	between	the	city	centre,	the	
harbour	 and	 the	Wadden	 Sea	 coast.	 To	 this	
end	 the	 Ecoshape	 consortium	 carried	 out	 a	
major	study	project	 in	 the	period	2012-2013.	
The	 consortium	 funded	 half	 of	 the	 project,	
with	project	partners	funding	the	other	half.	
Researchers	 and	 project	 partners	 struggled	
with	 the	 research	 proposal	 because	 of	 their	
differing	 expectations	 about	 the	 knowledge	
required.	Since	researchers	and	partners	con-
tributed	their	own	funding,	they	were	keen	to	
secure	 a	place	 for	 their	 own	 interests	 in	 the	
research	proposal.	The	Ecoshape	researchers	
were	 interested	 in	 solutions	 with	 worldwide	
applicability	 as	 befits	 the	 ‘building	 with	 na-
ture’	concept,	whereas	 the	Marconi	partners	








questions	 and	 local	 needs.	 In	 addition,	 the	
parties	 organized	 a	 review	 and	 responded	
to	 that	 review.	 A	 preliminary	 version	 of	 the	
report	 was	 heavily	 criticized	 by	 conservatio-
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As	well	as	knowledge	boundaries,	we	also	note	another	kind	of	fragmentation:	the	
different	policy	sectors	and	themes	that	exist	semi-independently.	Themes	and	
problems	in	the	Wadden	region	are	tackled	in	separate	arenas.	We	observe	that	
the	learning	capacity	both	within	and	between	arenas	is	underutilized.	By	learning	
capacity	we	mean	the	ability,	based	on	research	and	knowledge	exchange,	to	
arrive	at	the	best	ways	of	dealing	with	the	Wadden	Sea	and	to	respond	effectively	
to	uncertain	and	changing	circumstances.	We	argue	for	a	strengthening	of	the	
learning	capacity	within	arenas	by	adopting	an	adaptive	approach	(‘learning	by	
doing’).	This	has	already	been	applied	successfully	in	some	areas.	The	learning	
capacity	between	arenas	can	be	enhanced	by	paying	greater	attention	to	the	
exchange	of	experience	and	process	knowledge	(knowledge	about	policy	and	
collaboration	processes)	and	by	organizing	the	knowledge	infrastructure	for	
this.	This	may	require	institutional	adjustments	and	added	incentives,	such	as	
supplementary	conditions	for	the	funding	of	initiatives.	It	is	also	important	to	
inventory	and	exchange	the	knowledge	and	experiences	of	process	facilitators.
There	is	much	that	is	working	well	when	it	comes	to	the	fit	between	knowledge	and	
policy.	However,	for	a	range	of	reasons	there	are	also	many	frustrations	between	
policymakers,	researchers	and	partners	in	civil	society.	To	start	with,	there	are	
unrealistic	expectations	about	the	carry-over	and	usefulness	of	knowledge	in	policy.	
In	addition,	there	are	regular	collisions	between	the	different	expectation	patterns	
and	interpretations	of	knowledge.	In	order	to	break	through	these	expectations,	
we	advocate	reflection	and	critical	review.	By	‘reflection’	we	mean	both	personal	
reflection	on	what	knowledge	can	mean	for	policy,	and	institutionalized	reflection	
as	a	recurring	part	of	the	process.	Not	all	conflicts	will	be	resolved	by	organizing	
effective	critical	review,	but	they	can	be	used	constructively	to	arrive	at	workable	
solutions,	in	which	there	is	respect	for	opposing	viewpoints.
We	hope	that	these	action	strategies	will	encourage	reflection	and	that	researchers,	
policymakers	and	other	stakeholders	in	the	Wadden	region	can	use	them	in	their	
work.	Our	contribution	to	the	ongoing	discussion	about	knowledge	and	policy	is	
by	no	means	set	in	concrete.	We	hope	that	it	can	serve	as	a	prompt	not	only	for	
reflection,	but	also	for	experimentation	and	action.


